VE further thoughts 


Eve been provoked and refreshed by the recent thread of thoughts on changing Visible 
Evidence. I think it would be good to have this conversation continue as it can on the 
website (up soon) and in advance of whatever form it takes at the next meeting. 

I attended the first VE conference at Duke in , and many afterwards, and held one at 
Northwestern in . I think that due to external factors, and the wonderful inquisitiveness 
of the participants over the years, it has grown in scope and quality so that documentary 
studies is now on a much higher plane. We've gone from trying to find a place in media 
studies for the social documentary cinema tradition to going far beyond in terms of 
technologies, historical discovery and revision, interdisciplinary investigations, cultural 
and aesthetic analysis, and so forth. 

Much has been gained: most of all, a sense of community—that there were others who 
shared your interests and enthusiasm. And a diversity of concerns: attention to television, 
to grass roots activism, to multiple platforms and new media and social media, to a 
healthy expansion of definitions and border, to an international perspective, and more. 
Some things present at the start have never really developed and are lost opportunities: 
connections with journalism and mass communications, with art history and photographic 
education, and with ethnographic and anthropological documentary. (But those areas 
have developed on their own; it’s just that there are few representatives at the actual VE 
conferences.) And some of our number do keep up with those areas and that adds to the 
mix. 

One aspect of the early conferences that I remember and treasure the most was that for 
many years there were no competing panels. We all sat in the same room and shared the 
same experience. As a result, there were many eureka moments as someone pointed out 
in discussion (which was always long, long, long) that the current topic was connected to 
something said earlier that day, or the day before, etc. People who might define 
themselves as “theorists” actually interacted with “historians” and “makers/artists” and 
vice versa. The political mix was also important. Now I understand that given the 
current size of the project we can't go back to those days, but I would like to see some 
attempts at restaging the best parts of that. 

OK, some “thoughts” 

1. Now that VE is clearly well established as international in scope and participation, 
Em concerned about several interrelated issues that have been raised. First, I 
think we need to think some more as a group about the US-centric origins and 
development of the conference. This is an immediate issue given the current US 
political administration and their already-in-progress actions of enacting some 
form(s) of a Muslim ban, but also of denying visas for visitors whose politics they 
don't like. I don't think this problem can be easily solved in the short run (the 
next few years, the next few conferences). There is a strong possibility that some 
international attendees would be blocked if they had a high enough political 
profile or if they simply travelled on a passport from a country the Trump 
administration was banning. [I'd remind people that the famous Third Cinema 
Conference in Edinburgh (1986) took place without any participants from Latin 
America because the Thatcher government denied entry to the invited Cubans.] 
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sponsoring institution(s), try to enact some form of participation by streaming, 
Skyping, etc. I realize that to do this effectively is resource intensive and 
expensive and (in its present state) somewhat unpredictable and unreliable. But, 
we can investigate it and enact it the best we can, with highest priority given to 
having a virtual presence and participation for those who might be denied entry to 
the US. (I also agree with the green politics behind this mode of communicating, 
but that's balanced with an appreciation of the intellectual, personal, and intimate 
exchanges of corporeal participation.) [Aside: SCMS leadership has been 
extremely wary of instituting any such virtual participation in their annual 
conference because they are obligated to fill the hotel they book with members 
who rent rooms and eat and drink there. One value of our shape shifting and 
holding events on campuses is freedom from such constraints.] 

3.1 appreciate the desire for translation and translators to the fullest extent possible. 
But I'm also aware of the immense expense involved in supplying professional 
translation (and in several languages). While desirable, I don't see how this can 
be done by many of the local groups who might be able to organize productive 
conferences. In other words, I don't want to put forward a standard (there must be 
translation) that then would simply reinforce the hegemony of Big Sponsors and 
Institutions, Big Nations, Big Shots. 

4.1 would like to see more presentations that involved papers being available in 
advance (I mean a couple of weeks before the conference) and presentation and 
discussion being done in workshop and seminar formats. I think the benefits of 
this in terms of quality of discussion are immense. I realize too that this is a 
strange idea to many people (or threatening to those who write their papers on the 
plane to the conference), to which I say: try it, you'll like it. 

5.1 would also like to see efforts to create space for pre-conference and post¬ 
conference events. Many emerging areas of scholarship and specialized topics 
can gain from piggy backing on a big conference so otherwise distant people who 
share a special interest can meet in person and share. (Yes, I realize this is a 
barrier or burden for grad students and people without financial support.) 

6. One of the best parts of VE is always the wonderful mix of local and regional 

participants, examples, and issues, and the ongoing international scope of the 
event. There's lots of synergy there. I realize that for some of them this would be 
a one-shot involvement while for others it could be the start of an extended 
interest in VE. 

7. Equally one of the best parts is the opportunity to screen new work, or historical 

discoveries, and especially local/regional makers whose work doesn't otherwise 
cross over borders very often. The best conferences have had a full roster of 
screenings that ran parallel to panels where papers were given, and evening events 
featuring guest artists, such as James Benning, were especially memorable. 

8. With a little planning, it might be possible to have, say, the first panels of each day 

planned to effect a “stream”—that is you would commit to one of the several 
diverse streams that began every day and then each subsequent day be among 
familiar faces concerned with the same general subject, or subgenre, or set of 
issues. Just a thought. 

OK, now that I got you to read that, here's the (possibly) controversial part. I think there 
is an unfortunate generational gap in VE and some of it is due to the somewhat prideful 
scorn of “structure” and “institutionalization.” But, as I can testify as someone who came 
out of the Sixties New Left and counterculture, there can be a tyranny to 



structuralessness. Things devolve into who you know and unacknowledged power and 
prestige goes to those who have been around the longest. [Here's a test—how many 
people at VE are known only by their first name? You drop the name and everyone 
(except newbies who may be meeting their footnotes for the first time) knows who you 
are talking about.] The discussions following papers are conduced by just referring to 
those first names, and of course those folks are called upon by the moderator. So, power 
(by prestige, position, publication) creates celebrity status (such as it is in academe) 
which accrues to some while others wonder how they can join in. This becomes a 
problem when the old guard seems aloof or impatient with new ideas, alternatives, or 
challenge. I'm sure we can do better. 

Chuck Kleinhans 



